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The thesis of the paper can be summarized as follows: (1) Organization culture

can and should be managed; (2) the process of culture management cannot be under- -

stood, nor specified, as a directed, instrumental approach; (3) instead, the proc as

involves a long-term adaptation of organization culture and strategy with

organizational leadership playing the driving role in the process of culture
management,. A popular, instrumental view that culture offers the levers for the

shrewd geperal manager to pull, is review and assessed. Subsequently, a differen

perspective--a navigational view--is proposed. According to this,-(over)
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20. (continued)

/ the process of culture change is long-term, energy-intensive, and leader-
driven. At best, a slight nudge to organization culture is the probable
outcome, but this may be sufficient to ensure implementation of a strategic ...
change. 1

A rudimentary model for strategic leaderhip is then developed, and a case
study about leadership and organization culture isirecounted to exemplify
the proposed roles of leadership and culture in managing strategic change.
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There is a bit of mariner in all of us. At least, one might get

that impression scanning the metaphors in fashion to describe the

uncertainties of organizational life. We are warned by Lester

Thurow about "dangerous currents". are led through "turbulent

times" by Peter Drucker, and are enlightened about the "impending

waVe' of civilization by Ai.,in Toffler. We, as management

scholars and practitioners, respond by creating and riding the

ti des o+- perspective about how organizations can adapt to their

surroundings. Just as tides come and go, so, too, some management

approaches profoundly alter the organizational. shores upon which

they fall. Others roll back to sea in anonymity. The popular,

contemporary perspec tive at issue in this paper and at the

Managing Corporate Cultures Conference is organization culture.

At issue in this paper is the particular idea that a general

manager can and should endeavor to manage that culture.

The concept of organization culture is not novel. Barnard (1936)

recognized the existence and importance of value systems at work

within an organization. Selznick (..957) found use for the

corc:ept o-f "characLer" as the foundation for an organization7s

distinctive culture. Pettigrew (1979) referred to the "expressive

social tissue" of everyday organizational activity (p. 93). The

current management lterature flourishes on the subject of what

c_,l ture is and what the manager is to do with it.

Nor is the suggestioi), new that an effective general manager

!hc',uid attempt to mf-,naje the fl,:)w of the organization's set of

...h..r.d .MPtions anr be]i e to chart the best strategic course
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for the organization:

Executive responsibility.. .is that capacity of leaders by
wlhich, reflecting attitudes, ideals, hopes, derived largely
from without themselves, they are compelled to bind the
wills of men to the accomplishment of purposes beyond their
immediate ends, beyond their times. (Marnard, 1938: 283)

Indoctrination becomes critically important... if policies
are new and meet resistance .... (Selznick, 1957: 58)

Although debated in the literature, we accept the basic pr-emise

that every organization has a system of "publically and

collectively accepted meanings operating...at a given time..."

(Pettigrew, 1979: 93), which can be called a culture. To the

extent that these meanings, or values and beliefs, work for, or

against, the agendas of general management, top-level attention

to organization culture is understandable. The issue is how

general managers operationalize that attention. Contemporary

managers have been chastised for not attempting to influence

organizational behavior as aggressively as they might (Deal and

Kennedy, i82). While we are in basic agreement with that

contention, the point is how to channel that aggressiveness. Even

then. the probable effects of culture management efforts may

prove to be disappointingly small.

Our thesis is straightforward:

1. Organization culture can and should be managed.

2. The process of culture management cannot be understood, nor

SpeCIfted, as a directed, technical "quick fix" approach. ..-

Instead, the process involves a long-term adaptation of

organizational culture and strategy,.

7. Organizational leadership plays the driving role in the

. 1
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process of culture management,

We begin by emphasizing the emergent nature of organization

culture and by suggesting a relationship between the

organization's culture and its history. A strategic view of

organization culture is then introduced. Borrowing Pettigrew's --

(1979) concept of "social drama", the argument is made that

culture can oe managed at strategic choice points in the

organization s history. At these points, organization-wide change

is proposed by general management to the organization. The

organization's collective response is an indicator, we will

argue, of the degree of compatibility between the organization

culture and the cultural implicit in the strategic change. What

the general manager does in the quest for strategy-culture

alignment is the key to understanding successful strategic

i mpl.ementati on.

A popular, instrumental view, that culture offers the levers for

the shrewd general manager to pull, is reviewed and assessed.

Subsequently. a different perspective--a navigational view--is

proposed. In our view, the process of culture change is long-

term, energy-intensive, and leader-driven. At best, a slight

nudge to organization culture is the probable outcome, but this

may be s-ufficient to ensure implementation of the strategic

change. p

A -udLmentarV, model for strategic leadership is then developed,

and a caee study about leadership and organization culture will

be recounted to enemplify the proposed roles of leadership and
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culture in managing strategic chane. The waters of organization

culture contain man, hazards. We think that navigation of the

tricky currents of organization (ulture is more problematic than S

the popular navigation charts may be leading general managers to . -

believe... -.

OFGANI ZAT ION CULTURE

We find Schein's (193b) definition and perspective on

organization culture useful: I

Organization culture...is the pattern of basic assumptions

that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed
in learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation
and internal integration--a pattern of assumptions that has
worked well enough to be considered valid, and, therefore,

to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive,
think and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 14)

This detinition implies several basic ideas about culture which

are important to highlight. First, culture is a composite of the

underlying assumptions that people hold about their world. These

assumptions are implicit in the ways people relate to one

another, solve their problems, and give meaning to their work.

These underlying assumptions are contrasted with more explicit

e ;pressions of cul. ture, such as "myth", "symbols", "sagas", and

"rituals". These artifacts of culture are the more visible

manifestations that a cu]ture exists, but they are not the

cLiture itself. To study culture is to e'.amine the fundamental

assumptions people hold about their world and the place they hold

in it.

Schein (1187b) ,dentities fi'e different types of underlying S

ass ,mpticns ar.,nd which a cult.'re ±orms: the assumptions about

4
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an organization's relationship to its environment; assumptions

about the nature of reality and truth; assumptions about the

nature of human nature and what it means to be human: assumptions

about the nature of human activity--what is work and play. for

example; and the assumptions about the nature of human

relationships--the correct way to organize and structure

relationships, in other words (p. 16).

These assumptions around which a culture forms bring us to a

second critical point about organization culture. The creation

and definition of culture is an emergent process. While an

organization's founder may introduce a set of assumptions, those

assumptions are tested and modified, as the founder interacts

with others in the organization to solve problems of external

adaptation, survival, and internal integration. Culture, then, is

socially constructed (Berger and Luckman, 1966): it evolves from

a complex set of interactions among the founder and those who VV

join forces with him or her to solve the organization's problems

over time. It is in this sense that organization culture is never

completely defined, nor static. It is always moving and changing

as the cast of characters, and crises, pull or push it in one

direction, or another.

The emergent nature of organization culture brings us to a third

majoTr poinL. While cliture evolves, it also follows a pattern of

develc pment that ertends from "birth" to "maturity". It is born

wi .th the e:mplicit, and often implicit, assumptions of the

iounder, and it matures as it becomes shared with others in the

. .nder,.a.
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organization. While a culture in its initial stages may be more

open and malleable , the aging analogy suggests that it becomes

more well-defined and patterned through the years. As a

consequence, attempts to change culture may prove especially

difficult the greater the culture's maturity and the longer its

hi story.

7hus, we speculate that greater and greater sources of energy and

PYcort are required to modify or change a culture once it reaches

a more mature stage of development. This level of energy and

intensity is a critical issue ffor organizational leadership and

iH the central focus of what follows in this paper.

THE STRATEGIC VIEW OF ORGANIZATION CULTURE

The organizational world is dynamic. Something changes, either

external or internal to the organization; opportunities and

threats abound, and the organization is challenged to change.

organization's culture is= jeopardized. Thus, we enter the domain

of the general manager and the part that the "critical.

e-perience" of institutional leadership 'an play (Selznick,

I957-16). In contemporary terminology, this is the realm of

stratgcjic management.,

Strategic management consists of both strategy formulation and

strategy implementation. From the ancestral mode] of

institutional leadership to the descendant framework of strategi:-.

management. the fundamental prescriptions about how to

effectiv.ely manage these twin processes has remained remarkablv



consistent and clear. In formulating strategy, the general

manager initiates and leads the double-barrelled process of: 1)

identifying the opportunities and potential threats in the new

environmental situation; and 2) evaluating the organization's

neadiness--that is, its collective strengths and weaknesses--to

make the transition to a less threatening strategic state. In

particular, this evaluation focuses upon the willingness and

capacity of the human organization to respond. From the

ase,.smenLa of the viable alternatives and what the organization

con deliver, the stracegic change decision emerges.

Str-.teg- imrplementation refers to those steps necessary to

"...transform a neutral body of men into a c:ommitted polit .. . .

, Selznick, 1957:61.. Implementation, in other words, involves

_elling the organization on the strategic idea. No guarantee

e.ists that the strategy will be adopted by the organization's

members routinely, quickly, or in total. The transitional waters

are precarious, as elements of the new strategic order are

imposed upon the space occupied by the present order: all the

while. the organizational ,,eq5sel must plow ahead.

St rate q r chui-ce 1:oi t..

Whet has ju t been desribed comprises the concemporary

:I'ew of struteqic management Schendel and Hofer, .c97c).

The gen'rl n:auacer practi ci ng thisa budding science confronts a

terarhb, ,- choi ce pcin.s in st rategy formu] ation and strategy

impl ,men -_ n. I M it, AP each choi ce point is the capa i ]i 1. ty

ard L 1 1 ,'nes , of the uorganA, t or, t o respond to-r the forces that



ha,,e et the strategic management process in motion in the first

ol:oce. Since the manifestatinns of this capability and

tl i ngrne-=s can reveal a great deal about the organizations

u-Lture, the framr ewor-k that we propose for understanding

rcganl:ation culture can be termed the strategic view of culture.

Tai ing a strategic -iew of organization culture means recognizing

-h. the organi.."ation"T c-ulture can conceivably influence the

.hi cas made at each step rf the formulation and implementation

2 ,-Cesses. The general manager w-ill fare a hierarchy consisting

s , a _ ou'- (4) choice points in leading the organization

r...h turbulent times- (Beckhard and Harris, 1977).

-, i t 41 .Doe the organ i.2ation's strategy need to be

, I -~' A, . 3:* ;. -ow .t of environmental ci rcumstan(:es?

In the .ernaacula r of strategic management, this choice point is

taq]O d b me .s uz the environmental scanning process from the

'r~"cr-w nert". An organization's strategy

.abmen -:ere thH f.nction of setting a standard against which

the- ,nery mar>,wqer ry:-"v e-,'-_luate the potentia] effects of trends

ir K- .peratirr environmer-,t. In short, this is the

vrrE zof '?n s n-l-ti on l] pl an that provides the pertinent

r -f y -.,! [ c o,, 'Thcn to asne-s environmental trends as being

, lej o.r not. Not all environmental scanning need be

e rr l. ocuE:d. A I e, eCL-tL\e could leave, for e amnle.

Th-K., n_:t,,: reE onse con be dr 'en b f orces from within and

p
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This steering process involves three major integrated activities:

t) Building coalitions with key organizational players to enlist

their support for the values and purposes inherent in the new

strategy; 2) opening the change process to frequent and relevant

par ticipation by the organization's members; and l) creating

tra-tures to implement, serve, and sustain the new strategy.

i" -canning the organization's internal environment. the

-awigationa] leader continually works to identify those people

holding the power to bring about broad-based support for the

trnf.gic charge. The leader's abi]. t to influence these actors

p rente a strength or ,eak*nesE in the strategy implementation

nrno-s-. To be sure, the ins truments of cu].ture maintenance are

l .. be used in this process. For er,,ample, the use of ritual

:,nd h rv c,e can Er'e the transforming leader's implementation

prp :. , -hi- i only appropriate as the means to the larger

.c,-l of rli ti, n new "I eutenants" in the strategic change

I' lr !'r~ ~ nji ±;imyale the 'prootinci of commonlIy-held,

hyd,"1i tI. :r, :-'suL~m tin] E. 3 , in addition to buildi ng coalitions

with -,. e.. pl i.rj in the change _onte> t. the navigational

lewde-r mu . also _- vi o li n! th broader organizational

,-",rner- ipIF: to-h- p laned -hyn es. Oine effertive mean- o that

--d j = irs 'n.l and meanirgul Ortii p tio b; members in the

it t-n ,)r.- For. - r t>at e J impijementot ion I o succeeci. we

i ] t n t FP aqynt ct Unip nniva n - ' memhership



Cu] ture Maintenance

If. after analyzing the messages gathered through tapping and

testing the culture network, alignment appears plausible to the

qeneral manaoer, what we term cultural maintenance activities

are in order. These acti.ities include propagaring rituals,

Yroi ni ng heroes, and spreadi ng sagas, l egends, and myths.

This maitrenance approach constit_tes the instrumentalist's playground.

elai ,ei secure in sens.ing that the strategic change does not

h-] ere the present, dominant cL,].ture, the general manager can

Al .-t his or her attention to fLne-tuning the organization

,,iA tre b, the ins_ truments at his or her disposal , such as

rituals ard legends. The danger in taking this maintenance

opprrnah, o4 rc:urne in that the general manager can be lulled

into a sense of complacency about the stability of the

organi zati on culture. Alignment between strategy and culture can

be a fleetL i, n-i t ation. Thus. culture maintenance cannot be

ta en for ranted.

EL I tore Trar.-- f ,rmat i , ,

The t a o the navigaticnal I.ader s ti direct the organization

,Tembev cl ert .e attent r nrcl e-orJ toi.ward czonsi deri rg the

Str ,te., C i c :olni.. . C-entr al to t h Ic' s ri u , si(n of the values

-- are inherent in te nIe- F f- -,q into the present citLtre.

Thi- -  t -e r r,"tcr-r Tj-r', the qr-a:e s of c '-eating a

• >.-



Figure 1

A Strategic Alignment Model for Leadership and Culture

Choice Point #1

Does the organization's strategy need to be altered?

Process of environmental scanning

hoice Foirt #2

h( i.s the "best" strategic response?

nv ,c- of strateg' formulation: identifying opportunities and
treotE. and evaluating the strengths and weaknesses o+ the

cnrcian i ton to respond.

LChoice Foint 44

To what degree is the "best" candidate for strategic change
aliqned with the organization's culture?

Process of internal environmental scanning.

Choice Fc~int #4

What is the most appropriate intervention strateqiy 1or
implementing the "best" strategic change?

4A... If alig .nment _ aigni f icnt, cultu're maintenance acti.vities
ar'' apprcpr iate.

4B ... If misalignment is significant, a transformation strategy, is
appropriate, conducted from the navlgaLional view.

Pron , of: .. dirq coalitions w I bey ronstituents.

Farti.ci.pa t:ry implementation.

5tr,,cturaL embodiment ol the strateqlic change.

20)



We combine the hierarchy of the four choice points noted proposed

previously into a rudimentary model for aligning strategy and

culture in the content of strategic change. Choice points 1 and

2f framing the strategy formulation decision, are linked with

choice points 7 and 4, the strategy implementation phase, to

comprise this model. The essence of alignment is that the same

steps that apply to strategy formulation hold, as well, for

strategy implementation, and that organization culture should be

scanned and tested For compatibility. If strategy formulation can

be thought of as navigating the organization's external waters,

strategy implementation addresses navigation of the internal

currents, the domain of organization culture. Together, we have

an alignment model for leading organizations through strategic

change.

Figure 1 offers a sketch of this alignment model linking

organization strategy with that interplay of leadership and

culture that we can call implementation. In this model, the

general manager has four key choices to make along the route to

strateqic change: whether to change; what to change; the

signi icance of the culture-strategic change al ignment; ano the

.oprorri3te implementation steps. The latter two choices are of

pri mar i t er-es-t in the fol Iowing discussi on,

Insert Figure 1 Here

- -. .- - -- - - - - - - - - - . . . " -.



collective responses take root and grow.

Third, this process of culture development requires substantial

amounts of energy, patience, and time. By scanning the

organization's internal environment through an identification and

assessment process (Schwartz and Davis, 1981), the general

manager becomes cognizant of the collective body of assumptions 0

that comprises the organization culture. This understanding, also

the product of an emergent process, enters the strategic calculus

at the third choice point--i.e., the strategy-culture

compatibility test. To the extent that the answer to the

compatibility question is "no", the general manager faces the

prospect of convincing the organization membership that their 0

interests are best ser-ed by uprooting old loyalties and

supplanting them with new ones. One need not dig too deeply into

the Organization Development literatu-e to sense the difficulty

in that process.

Fourth, the driving force behind the alignment of strategy and

organization culture is the institutional leader. Culture

adaptation is a time-consuming, value-laden process requiring the

application of energy and insight that only the committed and

skilled general manager can provide. As the organization

confronts its culture in times of change, the active intervention

of the institutional leader, and not merely the symbolic

representnticn of commitment, is the critical resource.

A STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT MODEL FOR LEADERSHIF AND CULTURE

18



desirable direction. Martin and Siehi (1983) refer to this as

influencing the trajectory of organization culture. Whereas the

instrumental view concentrates upon propelling the vessel of

organization culture, the navigational view addresses steering

the organization through the largely self-propelled currents of

culture. We argue that. within the reality of strategic

management, navigati ng the currents of culture is the more

realistic view for the practicing general manager.

Four banic premises support this view of cultural navigation.

First, ,an organization's culture is determined, to a significant

degree, by the interactions within the organization in its

iofanc, (Schein, 198b). The organization's founder, or founder

group, pla's the leading role in this process, since he, she, or

they contributed the basic idea and associated ideals which led

to that collective endeavor in the first place. All that follows

in the historical development of the organization will be

reflected as increments to, or variations on, the primal theme.

Second, even in this formative context, the process of embedding

a culture '...means only that the founder/]eader has ways of

getting the group to try out certain responses." (Schein, 1983b:

21 . This represents cul ture management at a broad 1 e\el of

abstraction, but the tone is quite different from that implicit

in the instrumental view. The general manager does not transform

cult ure through quantum change. Instead, through interactions

among the organi :ation's orcanization of sub-cultures (Van Maanen

and Bartev. 1907), of which general management is one, preferred

17
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over the organization's environment ;nd c:ompetency' in handling

uncertainty, the point Ls that each strater~ic decision is a new

one.

Cultural determinism is deceptive in two respects. First.,

narrowing the range of thJUght and assumption reduces the

probability that the next strategic transition con4ronted will be

supported by the cl tUre "created" for today. Second, an

instrumentally "created" culture, likIe any Culture, :is an

evolving entity.

In- suAmmary, oversimplification of the concept of organizational

cul ture and i ts dyna:.mi c nature cal I s i nto questi on the

deterministic reliability of a strong organization Culture., which

the instrumentalist perspective purports to be able to deliver.

We~ propose a second view of operationalizing a model of strategic

change and culture. In this alternative perspective., the tricky

currents of organization Culture do not disappear, but are

influenced by the energy and wisdom of leadership in what can be

Cal ld the naviq ga-ti onal view of managjing cul ture.

THE NAVIGATIONAL 'VIEW OF OFRGANIZA1IONAI_ CULTURE

A d if 4--erpnt p.-erspec tive ':-n orga--ni --ati1on CUl ture i s the

navigational ;ievj. The underl,/Lng premise in this regard is that

organiztion 11ture cannot be managed in a conventional,

i nzitrumental Eense, as e,:pi ned -Above. Instead,* the most a

qener 4 ir an,:ger can eoctto accomplish is to cajole, persuade,

c~hinnel .nudge, and guide organi zati '.:n culture in a strategically



an, and all uf these forces work systematically to foster

permanenL sLub-cultures from the days of an organization's

in ancy. The nature of collective interaction creates, at the

least, the framework within which any and all of these forces can

mold sub-culture groups. Ultimately, these groups can move

towards institutionalization, operating with shared belief

systems of their own.

if, for emample. we accept Chandler's (1962) basic thesis that

organ.zational s t ructure fo.lows strategic choice, and that one

strategic phase is a functionally-differentiated one, then one

might eApect to wi tness development of a set of entrenched

func tio nal snb-cultures, the sales and accaunting sub-cultures,

for instance. It would seem plausible, therefore, that the

relatize insulation of, and intensity within, at least one sub-

culture can threaten the solidarity of an organization culture

presumed to be unitary. If organization culture reoresents the

common denominator across all sub-cultures in an organization,

then, we propose, to the entent that sub-cultures proliferate,

organization culture becomes less o-perational as an instrument

for orgn i zt : na 1 cI ar ge.

Fourth, the inotrumental view assumes that organization culture

is inherently predictable and deterministic. Manage it and the

way is cleared for implementing future transitions programs, the

argument runs; a managed cu] ture wi l "...meander its way to a

solution." (Deal and Kennedy, IR' 2:151). but people come and gc.

F'eoprle learn. Relationships change. As much as it challenges the

conventional wisdom about general management's planned control

15



less and less likely. The tricky current here is the

instrumentalist's belief that the eyes and ears trained to read

market signals can apply the same techniques with the same

facility in uncovering that for which the organization does, in

fact, stand.

Third., a workable solidarity of organization culture is presumed

to be achievable through instrumertal action. That is, an

organization's sub-cultures are inherently integratable.

Martin and Siehl (1983) have offered a three-way typology of the

culture undercurrents that can be present in an organization: the

enhancing, orthogonal, and counter subcultures. Enhancing

su.b-cultures provide a boost to the larger, organization culture,

through their intense adherence to the latter' s tenets.

Orthogonal sub-cultures run in the same direction as the dominant

organization culture, but contain certain unique features, as

well. Leaders of counter sub-cultures confound attempts at

culture management through covert and overt e'Tpressions of

disdai n. An "uneasy symbiosis" between cul ture and counterculture

e i'sts as a resul t.

i

A key issue in this regard is the source of sub-cul tures. Van

1aaner. and Barley 'IC?87) ha,,e sketched a model describing the

organization of sub-cultures within the larger organization. Sub-

cultures form, the,' arque. and are energized by three e- ogenous

forces--segmentation, i.mportation, and technological--and three

endogenous forces--ideological, career filtering, and

-ontracultural,; What is most interestinn is the possibility that

14
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The instrumental model predicts: Do all this, and a strong

culture will have been constructed (Deal and Kennedy, 1982).

Smooth sailing through cultural waters? We think not. A handful

of very tricky rurrents awaits the practitioner following the

instrumental mode]. (Schein, l?84).

I

First, orgarization culture is not, individually or collectively,

synonymous with myths, heroes, sagas, and rituals. These

instruments are, instead and as argued already, the

maifestations of the organization's culture. Each instrument

reveals, at best, a fragment of that culture. Heroes embody

literally some of the values and beliefs embedded in the culture.

Through rituals, organization members act out partial

epr entations of the culture.

To devise an intervention plan for strategy implementation in the

form of myth and ritual is to court danger by ignoring the

totality of the organization culture.

Second, it i~s debatable whether general management can readily

identify an organization's culture. Overestimation of the

prcspects of culture identif:ication can produce, in turn, an

underestimation of the complexity of the culture change process.

Bai1ically. the compley set of values, beliefs, and practices that

is brought to the organization b each member is shaped, honed.

coopted, and transformed through the day-to-day process of

coI1ective aCtLon. As an organization matures, shared beliefs

berome more deepli embedded, and organization routines are

formalL zed. ready e-pressio.n of those basic assumptions becomes

..-...
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instrumentalism could be characterized as a technical-fix

approach to the problem of strategy-culture incompatibility,

analogous to the implementation of a MIS system. A closer

scrutiny of the underlying assumptions inherent in cultural

instrumentalism will explicate our claim.

What does it mean to intervene and "manage" organization culture?

The presumption is that the general manager can exercise direct

control similar to the Fayolian process of planning, organizing,

leading, and controlling. Planning involves identification of the

present culture, deciLding whether that culture is "friendly" to

implementation of the proposed strategic plans, and, if

necessary, changing the culture to support such strategies.

Organizing culture management implies identifying and assembling

the necessary technical (policies, procedures, rules, etc.) and

social (cabals, priests, gossips, and so on) instruments through

which to direct the organization's cul]ture (Deal and Kennedy,

Leading can be viewed as the orchestrating activity by which the

composite social instrument--the cultural network--is tapped and

manipulated towards the goal of harnessing the force of culture.

--inally/, controlling involves setting the limits of tolerance on

individual mavericks, as well as enclaves, living outside the

culture's mainstream. These technical instruments for culture

management provide the rope that will be pulled in. sooner or

later, if divergence from the mainstream reaches inappropriate

proportions (Martin and Siehl, 1983).



about the complex phenomenon k.nown as organization culture. These

to perspecta*'es on culture will be termed the short-term,

instrumental view, and the longer-term, navigational view. After

the basic character and implications of each perspective is

presented, a rudimentary model for managing organization culture

will be introduced. We call this model the Strategic Alignment

Model for leadership in transitions.

THE INSTRUIMENTAL VIEW CF ORGANIZA~TIONAL CULTURE

Slznic< (1957) wrote that an organization does rnot create

calture, but,* instead, embodies cul ture. and that leaders promote

0and protect cul tire-f ormi ng values. The di :tinction between

creatiton of v'alu~e and cul ture, on one hand! and cul ture's

embodiment, promotion, and protection, on the other becomes

critical for any meaningful try at operationalizing the concept

of culture management. The two perspectives under present

scrutiny diverge on this basic premise.

The instrumental view o+ organization culLtre is grounded in the

assunipti on that cul ture is a n instrument., a collection of

techniques in general management's hands, for organizational

change. Certain levers--symbol, myth, hero, rituial, saga, and so

Forth--can be manipulated to mold the cultural fabric of the

organization to conform with general management's strategic

change proposal, as well as to more readily respond to the nex~t

strategic cha~nge? (Deal and Kennedy, ltq82). This popular

contemporary view is fundamentall1y short-term in i ts

prescription,. Despite its avowed human orientation.
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assessing the fit between strategy and culture (Schwartz and

Davis., 1981).

Choice Point #4.. .What interventions will be appropriate in

moving the strategy and organization culture into closer

alignment?

The fourth choice point hinges upon the degree to which the

proposed strategic change is culturally compatible. One should

note the presumptions that either, or toth, actors--strategy and

culture--are candidates for alteration (Schwartz and Davis,

1981). Further, a relative improvement in alignment is the goal.

A critical assumption made here is that all strategy changes

involve culture changes. Strategies are ultimately the products

of collective decisions, and, as such, are infused with values,

assumptions, and beliefs held by those people proposing the

strategy. Strategic changes are, by their nature, new views of

the organization's "best" alignment with its environment. Thus,

strategy implementation becomes fundamentally a process of

linking strategy with the organization culture. This, we argue,

. eis the arena for 1eadership--a process of persuading the

adherents of a dominant "ulture to make room for a variation on

the organization Culture theme.

The fourth choice situation presents the general manager with a

dilemna: pursue a short-term course of action to "fi>" the

strategy-cul(ture mi,., or prepare for- a long-term transformation

period. Which path is chosen wil indicate a great deal about the

general manager's perceptions and, we will argue, misperceptions

_- q1..
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Choice Point #2... What is the "best" strateg3c response to the

new circumstance

Framed tn the context of relevant opportunities and threats

perceived through environmental scanning, this is the technical.

content question inherent in strategy formulation. The strategy

literature grows regarding portfolios, matrices, and competitive

positioning--aill content issues.

Put formulation of strategy is a provisional activity.

f'ndamentally sterile unless and until the general manager

considers whether the organization "can deliver" on this "best"

course of collective action. Without the infusion of value and

purpose to accompany the proposed change--the challenge of

institUtional leadership--the organization will be unprepared to

accommodate i.ts changed conteXt, and adoption of the strategic

change is problematic. In light of this, the third and fourth

choice points pertain to the process of strategy implementation.

Choice Point #7...Tc, what degree is the "best" candidate for

strategic change compatible with the organization culture?

After answering the "what" question, the general manager turns to

consid,-r whether the provisional strategy is. in fact, compatible

with the organizati on's culture. The perceived degree of

compatibility indicates the alignment between strategy and

culture, the primary determiriant in the model of alignment that

,will be developed later tn this paper. In this contet. cultural

risk assessment has been the focus of one process model for



is required, since it is their shared body of assumptions

that is being challenged by the new strategy.

A final point is that culture endures on the basis of positive

and negative reinforcement (Schein, 1987b). The navigational

leader, cognizant of his or her own limitations and mortality,

conceives and constructs the channels through which the desired

reinforcement process willi operate and be sustained. Structure

+ollows strategy to support the institutionalization of values

implicit in the strategy (:hange. For example, an organizational

design including quality circles may logically emerge in order to

sustain the new strategy.

In short, the general manager acts by pursuing all three of the

generic intervention actiqities that have been described here to

transform the culture. The leader's goal should be to align

strategy and culture to the degree possible, given the setting,

recognizing both the relatively restricted range of culture

change and the substantial amount of human energy required to

nudge culture "off center" to any degree.

A CASE STUDY IN LEADERSHIP AND ORGANIZATION CULTURE

The setting is an affluent and rapidly-growing Midwestern public

school district; we will call it the North Star District. While

neighboring urban and suburban districts have been emperiencing

the triple "squeeze" ov dec]ini g enrollments, stable or

declining tan bases , and constituent dissatisfaction with the

educational product KeLnq deliered, the story has been different

Jil l l i lii . .. . . , !.. . . . . . . " . . . ,I "., _ 7_



I m |

at North Star. In recent years, the district has been busily

building additions to its physical facilities. Teachers have been

hired at a rate consistently exceeding attriticn. And not only

are enrollments increasing, but the largest growth segment can be

+.ound in the elementary-school age-group. While remnants of its

C1 -s aqricultural community roots still dot North Star's

ter-itory. prototypical suburban development and outlooks have

bec:ome the r'..le in the county that North Star calls home.

North Star's home state has maintained a long and widely-

respected committment to the aocial needs of its residents, and

the ta.x burden upon the individual and corporate citizenry does

reflect the price to be paid for such a commitment. The state

finances its programs by depending heavily upon the health of

several economic sectors that are subject to cyclical swings;

agriculture heads the list in this regard. Funding for education

has followed these cyclical swings and, over the recent past, had

lagged behind other programs in the public sector.

The character of the district organization tself is not unusual.

Recent superintendents and their administrative staffs have

fo]lowed the highly-formalized process of educational

administration similar to the majority of districts across the

state and nation. Authority and control has been centralized in

the district office, and the superintendents have worked very

crlosely with the Board of Education to set and admini.ter

educ t ional policy. Additional input.E ha\,e been :Ira n from

pare n ts, -ho have participated in addressing such district-wide

i sLEes 3s -chool boundaries- and ,.pace needs. Teacher expertise on

24
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curriculum and child development matters occasionally has been

incorporated in the district's planning process.

A newly-appointed superintendent, educated and trained in the

same professional standards that characterized North Star's

previoLts administrations. stepped into this traditional culture

carrying a commitment to change. The new superintendent defined

herself as a change agent, although she did not have a formal

blueprint for strategic change. She had, instead, a set of

assumptions and principles to guide the district and prepare it

for the future.

There were several basic tenets to the apprnrah she had

developed: first, the construction of a mission statement to

define the purpose of education in North Star; second, a

strategic implementation plan to guide the district in the |

pursuit of that mission; and, third, an open, participative

process for building a constituency to support the mission and

open the channels of communication within the district and

between the district's personnel and their clients. In short , she

confronted the four strategic choice points of the Strategic

Alignment Model. At Choice Point 41, she determined that the

impending, although not immediate, forces of change at work. in

North Star's environment were sufficiently lhreatening to warrant

attemptinc to make charges to North Star's mission. The mission

statement -as manifestation of Choice Point 42, and the

tmplementatiun plan refteited the. -sessment made at Choice Point

#Z with regard to the alignment between her mission statement and

. ...
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North Star's culture. Her participative process exemplified the

decision reached at Choice Point #4.

The third plank in her platform is the one most pertinent for

this paper's discussion on organization culture. The

superintendent was rather well-acquainted and understanding of

the traditional North Star culture, with its "top down",

centralized pattern of decision-making, but she also recognized

that the culture would have to be modified to prepare North Star

for confronting the district's critical in the future. Decision- S

making needed to become more decentralized and moved to the

school-site level, with teachers and parents assuming more

control and responsibility for the education process. To prepare

North Star's people for this eventuality, she began a series of

formal and informal interventions to redefine the culture's long-

held assumptions.

A number of examples of these interventions can be cited. From

Day 1. the superintendent worked with a variety of stakeholder

grOUps wJithin the district. As rarely done by any predecessors,

she visited the classrooms and opened the decision-making

process to parent and community constituents by including them on 0

ad hoc committees. Hundreds of parents were solicited for their

views on the shape and scope of North Star's programs. North Star

reached out to the busziness communi .ty to explore the possible

ln~s for the human., financial, a.nd technological benefit of both

interest ,]roups. Decentralization of school-level decisions--an

innovation known as School -Based Management--began to appear on •

diskrict agendas. And the teachers ,ere frequently invited to

9



participate an key district committees.

All this took place within the first few months of her

administration. She focused on Choice Point #3, taking and

retaking tne culture pulse of North Star, while modelling the

types of interventions--choice point #4--that she believed to be

appropriate for North Star's strategic change process. Through

this process of pilot intervention, followed by prompt feedback,

she determined that Nort h Star was collectively ready and willing

to renond to her strategic vision. The culture appeared to be

sufficiently malleable to move ahead with the new strategies for

North Star's alignment with the 1980's and beyond.

In the midst of this unfreezing process (Schein, 1983a), North

Star e)perienced a severe budgetary crisis, due to legislative

cutbacks in the Fall of 1981. All school districts in the state

ere originally set to receive $1,416 per pupil for the 1982-83

school year, an amount slashed to $1,325 by a special session of

the state legislature. North Star lost $1.5 million, as an

immediate result, with another $800.000 disappearing due to --

reductions in transportation, snpnecia] education, secondary

vocational education, and summer school allocations. All told,

10% of the distr ct's 'Z24 mi ll ion budget had to be cut.

Several other isues with budgetary implications were pending at

the -ame time. So]ar / negotiations or custodians ,  secretaries,

school aides. nurses, and servrn... w. re either underway or

impend ng. Projected ent ro llments -for 182-3 were being re,'ised,

and there was a qUesIt n aSS $o w}r,$eheer Worth Star would take

-7t
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ad,-'antage of a new statute permitting special tax. levies for

transportation and summer school.

Rather than allow this crisis to forestall the newly-emerging

participative culture at North Star, the superintendent used the

occasion to demonstrate that even under very adverse conditions,

participation was appropriate and effective.

Nearly 1,500 North Star district personnel participated in a

four-month process o+ open dialogue and prioritization of 5

district needs. Open meetings, involving an estimated 2, @00

parents, students, and interested citizens, were held to solicit

opinions as well as to receive feedback on preliminary budget

prior t, recommendations. The superintendent received a standing

ovation from North Star personnel in response to the final

recommendations on how the budget was to be cut. The North Star

Board of Education unanimously approved the proposals.

Another hey intervention designed to modify the culture at North

Star- as the in troduct ion of School-Based Management. School-

aPased Management pl.aces greater autonomv and decision-making

authority in the hands of the principal, teachers, parents, and

communi ty meolberE, at each school si te.

The superintende, t persuaded three respected and veteran
S

pr cipals, w..ho, i.nF turn, prevailed upon three of their

col L,-_g.es, to assume the risks of decentralized and consensual

deci _;ion-mat irg at the school lee] . All si , school.s involved

were awarded a grant to financue their enperiments over an initi, al

23
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three-year period: this implementation was to serve as the pilot

Wor eventual, district-wide implementation of School-Based

Management.

Her objectives throughout the budget crisis and the introduction

of School-Based Management were to test the culture at North Star

for its alignment with her strategic vision, as well as to choose

the appropriate interventions--Choice Points #3 and #4.

Implementation of change in each situation involved the delicate

process of supplementing the traditional beliefs about how North

Star should meet its commitment to its customers with innovative

asumpt ions about how to improve upon the basi c educati cnal

product.

The conduct and pr ogre s of this strategic change process did not

go unroticed outside North Star. Other opportunities came to

light and. as quick as she appeared at the helm, the

superintendent departed, leaving the district with some new

Si..iis tn par:cipative management, and several new projects in

their inancy. In the aftermatl of her departure, task forces

conf I iued to foom. act. and d. sol ,.e. The busi ness partnership

program flour]shed and took slhape n the form of a foundation.

But the energy behi ud the ,-,w uar t i cipat ory process had

di. .sipated. A revo of Nor, + r .qendaF in the months after

the departure re eel a. ",- "my" as ', "l attitude. School-

--.d mara.emenv h d ram ,,- , . , ... attach as being

.r i th-tt , , h , i , ..A to, ., w Hr th Star, for

e, emple. The -1d. 0, - ii 1 
,u W wpti . ega to reassert

them.- .. ": -" .. .- -h-r . ... . . . ..- , -t , C- i-,. Al a i.n-st:r.tion 7.



at North Star, as the experiment in School-Based Management was

challenged by the following superintendent and the Board of

Education, both uneasy with the implications of greater

decentralization. The scope of meaningful stakeholder

participation in district decisions narrowed, and a visible

change in teacher participation was apparent.

What happened? In the brief era of vision and change, the

superintendent was able to introduce new cultural assumptions and

nudge the traditional culture "off center" to some degree, at the

cost of considerable amounts of individual and group energy. In

the aftermath of the leader's departure, the ready adoption of
I

more traditional, culturally-compatible programs, and the

equally-ready willingness to dismantle the new experiments

provide evidence that North Star's culture really had not been - -I

altered significantly. North Star will never be the same for the

experience, but the currents of the traditional culture continue

to flow. .

CONCLUSION

The alignment model for leadership in transitions has four

immedLate practical implications.

First, culture manaqement can he hostile to innovatio,, that

reessary proces o4 organization sell-renewal. The irony in

i-.stittinalization---the proce' E t' whic:h value and purpose is

instlleJ in an org mtlon--i5 that such maturation renders the

. . l"
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organization that much more rigid than it was before in its

capacity to change. The range of thought and action is narrowed.

as specific values and purposes are inculcated in the

organization's membership (Selznick, 1957). In economic terms,

the more embedded the organization's culture, the greater the

magnitude of the associated sunk costs and the more difficult it

becomes for leadership to break down such inertia.

Innovation begins with the generation of new ideas and takes

shape through the transactions among organization members.

Innovation challenges the present cultural order. The primary

point is that culture developme, t places debris in the path of

the vlow of innovation. As a result, conducting an effective

innovation program may well require the strategic alignment

approach we have proposed, if the systematic effects of cultural

sunk costs are to be cleared from the flow of innovation.

Second, the founder iE mortal . Being there first appears to count

heavily in the formation of an organization culture. But the

founder will depart someday. The enormo -, dissipation of energy

accompanying that departure will make it mandatory that the new

general manager and the lev 1liecutenants from the dominant

cu] tural coal tion ro la aort e in c:onfrortirng Choice Point #2--

that is. what do we want the cA t.r change to look like-

The practica] impl ication ij for the founder. during his or her

tenure, to begin tMinl iq ,b-,t. aid ih ULco' rs to recognize,

the 1 ]eli ood of mi hal i n m ,t het:,een th second-generation of

leadershi p, ever if onopIc are promoted '-nm wi thin the

.. ..-..



organization, and the founder's cultural legacy. In short, Choice

Point #1 logically comes during the founder's presence. Since no

successor will be able to duplicate the content, or the process,

of the founder"s navigational behavior, the passing of the

founder is a strategic event in its own right. The Strategic

Alignment Model can be applied to this inevitable transition

per i od.

A third practical implication of strategic alignment regards the

cultural and strategic aspects of mergers and acquisitions.

Public posturings about such marriages commonly highlight not

only the technical and strategic reasons for this reorganization.

but also what amounts to cultural justification. For ex.ample, "We

assess ourselves to be an engineering company; they are a

marketing company, and that is why we merged." An underlying,

instrumentalist assumption is being expressed. In other words,

the acquisition is viewed as a desirable cultural addition. A

value--goodwill, in the accountant's jargon--is even assigned to

this acquired asset. We claim no originality in remindnq

potential acquirers of the trail of organizational t lot_ m

created by the temptation to oversimplify the ease with which

sur h a cul tural acquisit:ion can be consummated. ii. ci t and

long-term attention to the realistic: prospects of such a mqrriage

can be accommodated bv the Strae.]ic A gnment Model frameaor .

Four th, menagin ogsr.n zeti r cul ture has pru aond moral

Impi iC-tLos. Ail marag meni r t ' rrelpulAt 've. in some

tr-m -rd m-.trll tILdy. Mar.gerr at ol] 1 1 .,eel s, and mf all f. LIOct] ,nal

O~r--AV n .~ A h-rnpy V9 Lnill r th-rc, with what s.tll, and
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orocess .ll need to be realisticaliv assessed. Culture counts,

but cu.tLtre management requires the sustained, energetic, and

s'illed hand of general management's leadership as the primary

force in navigating the tricky currents of organization culture.
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